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“In a time of drastic change it is the learners 

who inherit the future. The learned find 

themselves equipped to live in a world that no 

longer exists.”   (ERIC HOFFER) 
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Glossary of Terms 

AA – Absolute alignment 

CAS – Complex adaptive system 

DT – Design Thinking 

ED – Executive development 

EDP – Executive development programme 

SS – Sophisticated simplicity 

SSM – Soft systems methodology 

VUCA – Volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous 
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Executive Summary  

The following report outlines a definition for the terms ‘absolute alignment’ and 

‘sophisticated simplicity’ in the context of leadership in a construction company, 

aspiring to deliver the mission to become the world leader in innovation and 

excellence for the sector. Consideration is given to complexity theory as a means of 

explaining how 21st century organisations should be viewed and the significance of 

the style of leadership required in these circumstances. 

 A search of the literature reveals a number of leadership skills considered essential 

in achieving absolute alignment and sophisticated simplicity in a complex 

environment, including networking, sensemaking, innovation and, emotional and 

social intelligence.  

Recommendations for an executive development programme based on the design 

principles of adult learning are made.   
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1. Introduction 

International Construction Company (ICC) is a privately owned, international 

enterprise passionate about becoming the first choice for stakeholders and 

harnessing innovation as a positive force for change. Their mission is to become the 

world leader in innovation and excellence in the construction sector.  

The aim of this paper is to define the meaning of the ICC guiding principles of 

Absolute Alignment (AA) and Sophisticated Simplicity (SS). These concepts are 

defined in the context of leadership in a construction company aspiring to deliver 

the mission to become the world leader in innovation and excellence for the sector.  

In addition, the paper will outline an executive development framework that will 

support the delivery of these guiding principles leading to recommendations for 

action. The methodology adopted is qualitative and limited to a critical review of 

secondary literature. Time, cost and word count restraints do not allow for primary 

research to be undertaken. 

To understand the concepts of AA and SS and how they can support the delivery of 

the ICC mission to become the world leader in innovation and excellence it is first 

important to understand the context in which they operate and the skills required 

of leaders in that context. 
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1.1. THE CONTEXT OF LEADERSHIP IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

It is commonly accepted the 21st-century economic environment is highly complex, 

characterised by rapidly evolving demands of globalisation, huge advances in 

technologies (affecting the quantity and quality of work), shifting customer 

expectations and new attitudes to work, driven by a multigenerational workforce 

(CIPD, 2017; Press & Goh, 2018; WEF, 2018). In order to deal with this, organisations 

such as ICC must learn quickly and adapt rapidly to changing conditions (Marion 

and Uhl-Bien, 2011; WEF, 2016).  The term complexity refers to the “greater levels of 

uncertainty, ambiguity, interdependencies and interrelatedness that now characterise 

the environments in which organisations operate” (Clarke, 2013, p. 135). Rapid social, 

economic and technological shifts are taking place as we enter the next decade, 

producing greater complexity, resulting in increasing dynamics of instability (Uhl-

Bien, et al., 2007). Traditionally, complexity in business was seen as a negative aspect 

or difficulty to be overcome (Dyson, et al., 2007; Hammer, et al., 2012).  However, 

advances in the field of complexity science present opportunities to make sense of 

and gain advantage from complexities existing in the external environment 

(Snowdon & Boone, 2007).  

During the 20th century, organisations were viewed as ‘machine-like’ systems that 

could be directed towards more efficient and effective performance by applying 

principles successfully developed to improve machine performance (Stacey, 2004). 

As a result, a command and control style of leadership was adopted: the role of 
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executives was to set the direction and managers assumed workers would behave 

predictably, without deviation from these organisational aims (Jackson, 2003). 

Today, both scholars and practising managers understand organisations do not 

behave like machines but are Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS), plagued with 

uncertainty (Clarke, 2013; Hammer, et al., 2012; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2011; McDaniel, 

2007; Snowdon & Boone, 2007).  

1.2. CHARACTERISTICS OF COMPLEXITY AND COMPLEX ADAPTIVE SYSTEMS 

There is no agreed upon definition of either complexity or CAS and the scope of this 

report does not allow for a detailed discussion of the various possibilities. From a 

complexity science perspective and in the context of organisations, complexity can 

be said to have a number of recognisable characteristics. For the purpose of this 

report, the characteristics which will be applied are those described by Snowden & 

Boone (2007) as: 

• Consisting of a large number of interacting elements. 

• Nonlinear, minor changes can produce disproportionately major 

consequences. 

• Dynamic, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts and solutions cannot 

be imposed: they arise from circumstances, often referred to as emergence. 

• The system has a memory, the past is integrated with the present and 

elements evolve with one another and with the environment.  
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• Complex systems may appear to be ordered and predictable but hindsight 

does not lead to foresight because the external conditions and systems 

constantly change. 

• The agents1 and the system constrain one another, especially over time; we 

cannot predict what will happen. 

In its application to management, complexity theory recommends organisations 

should develop a level of complexity equal to that of the environment (Boisot & 

McKelvey, 2011; Cilliers, 2001; Stacey, 2004; Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007), referred to by 

Ashby (1960) as the law of requisite variety.  

CAS are characterised by diverse agents that learn, interact with each other in non-

linear ways, and therefore self-organise, have emergent properties and co-evolve 

with the environment (McDaniel, 2007).  These interacting agents produce complex 

and adaptive behaviours (Kovacs & Corrie, 2017). 

1.3. LEADERSHIP IN A COMPLEX ADAPTIVE SYSTEM 

In a CAS, leaders have to navigate a rising tide of rapidly emerging circumstances, 

in addition to dealing with the constant pressure to do more with less, shifting 

psychological contracts and flexing organisational boundaries (Goh, 2018; Center for 

                                                 
1 With reference to Actor Network Theory (ANT), agents can be defined as any entity (including 
humans, animals, materials, ideas and concepts) which participate in and shape the influence of a 
network related relationship (Dwiartama & Rosin, 2014). 
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Creative Leadership, 2018).  When an organisation is viewed as a CAS, the role of 

management changes from one of command and control (Griffiths & Inman, 2016) 

to one of sensemaking, learning and improvisation (McDaniel, 2007). A type of 

leadership that can accommodate complexity and interdependence is required 

(Cameron & Green, 2017), along with the ability to cultivate an environment which 

allows innovative solutions to emerge from interactions between a variety of agents 

in the organisation (Griffiths & Inman, 2016; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2011).  

However, recent reports suggest there is a commonly held perception that 

organisations have shortages of quality leadership (APQC, 2014; Hagemann et al., 

2016; Jacobson, 2014), with employees expressing dissatisfaction with the state of 

leadership (CIPD, 2015; Hagemann & Bawany, 2016), including decreasing levels of 

trust over the past two decades (Copeland, 2014). In fact, according to a recent report 

by Deloitte (2017), only about one-third of executives are considered to have 

excellent leadership skills and capabilities. The cost of this deficit is estimated by 

some to be in the millions of dollars (Schyns & J Schilling, 2013). 

Today’s executives operate in a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous 

(VUCA) world but do not necessarily see themselves as equipped to deal with the 

levels of complexity they encounter (Kovacs & Corrie, 2017).  This leadership deficit 

can be attributed to the lack of recognition that a different type of leadership is 

required to adapt to the complexities of a VUCA world, as the traditional command 

and control style of leadership is “unwieldy and increasingly uncompetitive” (Kerr, 
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2013, p. 56). Moreover, an absence of appropriate leadership development exists 

(APQC, 2014; Harvard Business Publishing, 2016; Passmore, 2014). Carefully shaped 

strategies that account for the changing context of business are required to close 

this leadership gap (Wilson, et al., 2011). Developing leaders should be done 

systemically, not just be seen as a curriculum composed of programmes. Leadership 

development activities must change the context within which leading takes place, 

not simply the mindset and behaviours of individual leaders (Passmore, 2014).  

1.4. IMPLICATIONS FOR THE CONSTRUCTION SECTOR 

The construction industry consists of a diverse combination of localised needs: 

various crafts, services products and their professional providers, and many other 

stakeholders converge together around temporary projects in different stages of 

development (Kahkonen, 2015). As a result, it is axiomatic that construction projects 

are one of the most complex operations and as such, an understanding of complexity 

and how it might be managed is significant (Wood & Gidado, 2008). The industry is 

also currently facing substantial challenges, including increasing project complexity 

and scope requirements, economic uncertainty and rising competition with a 

subsequent squeeze on profit margins (Antunes & Gonzalez, 2015). 

The ability of leaders to remain flexible and adaptable in the face of this disruptive 

business environment will be essential to ICC maintaining competitive advantage 

(Goh, 2018). However, if a flexible approach to leadership is expected, this will have 
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implications for leadership development in the industry, as this degree of flexibility 

does not currently exist (Walker, 2015).  

In order for ICC to deliver its mission to become the world leader in innovation and 

excellence, the leadership of the organisation needs to adopt a complexity approach. 

Complexity requires leadership to “engage and involve their people, in order to rapidly 

anticipate, sense and respond to ever-increasing changes in the organisation 

environment” (Griffiths & Inman, 2016, p. 18). Leaders must develop capability in 

areas such as building and understanding networks (Clarke, 2013), sensemaking, 

(Ancona, 2012), innovation (Dodge, et al., 2017) and, emotional and social 

intelligence (Goleman, et al., 2002). With the right leadership development strategy 

in place to grow these capabilities, there is a far better chance ICC will attain success 

in embedding the guiding principles on AA and SS and achieving its mission 

(Dinwoodie, et al., 2014). 
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2. Literature Review 

The aim of the following literature review is to define the ICC guiding principles of 

absolute alignment (AA) and sophisticated simplicity (SS) within the context of 

leadership. Consideration will be given to how these principles support the delivery 

of the company vision to become the world leader in innovation and excellence in 

the construction sector. A framework for an executive development programme to 

support the implementation of these guiding principles will also be outlined, using 

a soft systems methodology (SSM) approach.  This framework will form the basis for 

recommendations to action.  

According to Checkland and Poulter (2010), the concept of worldview is the most 

important concept in understanding the complexity of human situations and the 

nature and form of SSM.  Therefore, it should be noted that the principles of AA and 

SS and their necessity in delivering the vision of innovation and excellence is 

informed by a particular set of worldviews.  As the author does not have access to 

the organisation, it will be necessary to use worldviews from evidence-based 

research to inform understanding of what AA and SS mean in the context of 

delivering innovation and excellence at ICC. 

2.1. ABSOLUTE ALIGNMENT 

Absolute alignment is one of the ICC guiding principles for supporting its mission 

to become the world leader in innovation and excellence in the sector. There is no 
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recorded definition of the term absolute alignment (AA) in the literature but the 

term alignment is commonly referred to in management textbooks and journals. 

2.2. ABSOLUTE DEFINED 

The term absolute can be defined as “very great or to the largest degree” (Cambridge 

Dictionary, n.d.) or, as “not qualified or diminished in any way” (Oxford Dictionary, 

n.d.). Alignment is not easily accomplished in practice. There are limitations to the 

extent to which it can be achieved throughout an organisation (Armstrong & Taylor, 

2017) for the reasons outlined below. Therefore, in the context of achieving 

organisational alignment towards the mission of ICC, we can assume that ‘absolute’ 

regards the intention to get the whole organisation aligned behind its purpose to 

the ‘largest degree’ possible. 

2.3. ALIGNMENT DEFINED 

Alignment refers to the act of attaining buy-in for the company vision from those 

who will have a role in making it a reality (Nautin, 2014; Straw, et al., 2013). McCauley 

(2014, p. 1), defines alignment as the “effective coordination and integration of the 

different aspects of the work so that it fits together in service of the shared direction.” 

Today, most executives are aware that their organisation needs to be aligned. In fact, 

the failure of an organisations vision can frequently have more to do with lack of 

alignment than with the strength of the vision or the efficiency of the execution 

(Straw, et al., 2013). Strategies, organisational capabilities, resources, and 
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management information systems and processes should be arranged to sustain the 

business purpose (Trevor & Varcoe, 2017).  

However, what often happens in organisations is that employee and employer 

interests become contested terrain (Clutterbuck, 2012). This is described in agency 

theory as goal conflict, which assumes the pursuit of self-interest at the individual 

level will misalign with the goals at organisational level and appropriate incentives 

are required to bring about alignment (Eisenhardt, 1989). However, agency theory 

only presents a partial view of the world, which ignores the complexity of 

organisations assuming that people are predictable, and behaviours and outcomes 

can be controlled (Ibid). Complexity makes alignment much harder. To achieve 

alignment in large and geographically dispersed organisations, such as ICC, a greater 

amount of effort is required by leadership (Trevor & Varcoe, 2017).  

There is congruence in the literature regarding the characteristics that define 

alignment:  

• A clear, meaningful purpose (Boss, 2018; Clutterbuck, 2012; Schwartz, 2016; 

Trevor & Varcoe, 2017) 

• People are capable and everyone is clear about their own and each other’s 

roles and responsibilities (Boss, 2018; McCauley, 2014; Trevor & Varcoe, 

2017). 
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• Collaboration is encouraged cross-functionally, the work of any team fits well 

with the work of any other (Boss, 2018; Llopis, 2014; McCauley, 2014; Trevor 

& Varcoe, 2017). 

• There is a sense of coordination and synchronisation (McCauley, 2014; 

Nautin, 2014; Trevor & Varcoe, 2017). 

2.3.1. Purpose 

Alignment ensures that everyone in the organisation is ‘on the same page’, not just 

from a task perspective but also an emotional perspective (Straw, et al., 2013). This 

emotional buy-in is often linked to the purpose of an organisation and people will 

select into and out of organisations based partially on how aligned they feel with the 

organisation’s purpose (Clutterbuck, 2012). For individuals, feeling their work has 

purpose is considered a primary motivator (Pink, 2009) and experiencing a deep 

sense of purpose will result in the investment of more energy (Schwartz, 2016). 

Therefore, a clear purpose, which people can align with, will help attract and retain 

talent (Taylor, 2014). According to Kerr (2013, p. 144), “all great organisations are 

born from a compelling story. This central organising thought helps people 

understand what they stand for and why.” To fulfil the purpose to become the world 

leader in innovation and excellence for the sector, ICC must ensure leaders 

communicate the purpose with clarity, attaching meaning to it, from which 

individuals can extract concrete goals (Frankl, 2004).   However, no matter how clear 
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the purpose, it is reckless to commit to a business strategy without knowing 

whether you have the capability to achieve it.  

2.3.2. Capability 

Even the best strategy is useless unless supported by appropriate organisational 

capabilities (Trevor & Varcoe, 2017). Traditionally, businesses organised themselves 

with those at the top doing the thinking, and everyone else getting on with the job 

but, as digitisation replaces process-based roles, companies are in need of thinkers 

not just doers (WEF, 2018). For leadership, this means a different approach to 

leading than traditional command and control styles, as non-standard, creative, 

experimental work, in constantly changing environments does not naturally lend 

itself to management (Benn & Bolton, 2011; Chakhoyan, 2017).  

Role clarity is also important here. Individuals should be aligned to the role they 

undertake (i.e. have the requisite capability to undertake the role) and roles aligned 

within the team (Boss, 2018). The requisite talent is also required to deliver the 

organisational goals now and in the future (Taylor, 2014). Roles, responsibilities and 

accountabilities need to integrate across teams, which makes collaboration a key 

enabler of alignment.  

2.3.3. Collaboration  

Poor collaboration is a major barrier to alignment (Boss, 2018). Effective leadership 

can break down silos across functions and departments and through the cross-



         PAGE 20 

fertilisation of ideas, the organisation will benefit from more collaboration, resulting 

in innovative problem solving across teams (Trevor & Varcoe, 2017). It is not possible 

to have clarity and alignment when leadership within a company “represent 

disjointed, disparate parts – rather than a convergence of intelligence and know-how 

that is in sync and strongly interconnected” (Trevor & Varcoe, 2017, p. 2).  Leaders 

will need to work across organisational boundaries if they are to successfully achieve 

alignment.  

Collaboration can occur when leaders create an environment that fosters conditions 

in which networks can evolve (Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007) and act as boundary spanners 

to connect otherwise disjointed groups (Schreiber, 2006). A high degree of social 

and emotional awareness is also required to sense tensions resulting from ambiguity 

and change (Stacey, 2004). 

2.3.3. Coordination 

Management systems are key to effective coordination across organisations.  

Management systems can be defined as “all aspects of management infrastructure, 

operations, and tactics, from information systems to employee performance 

management” (Trevor & Varcoe, 2017, p. np). To achieve alignment ICC will require 

management practices, systems and technologies aligned to fulfil the organisation’s 

purpose.  Suitable measures of success, both short and long-term will also need to 

be defined and communicated (Boss, 2018).  
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2.4 ACHIEVING ABSOLUTE ALIGNMENT 

AA can happen where individuals, with the right capabilities, can unite behind a 

meaningful purpose and when this purpose is supported by the right management 

systems. Dyson, for example, has an established reputation for creating innovative 

products. Their innovation strategy is reinforced by sub goals relating to hiring and 

retaining a highly creative workforce and ensuring the right systems and culture are 

in place for them to flourish (Clutterbuck, 2012).  

2.5. SOPHISTICATED SIMPLICITY 

Along with absolute alignment (AA), sophisticated simplicity (SS) is a guiding 

principle in the achievement of the ICC mission to become the world leader in 

innovation and excellence for the sector. As with AA, there is no commonly held 

definition of sophisticated simplicity (SS) but simple and simplicity are often 

referred to in management and complexity theory literature.  

2.6. SOPHISTICATED DEFINED 

In the dictionary, the meaning of sophisticated is described as “intelligent or made 

in a complicated way and therefore able to do complicated tasks” (Cambridge 

Dictionary, n.d.) and “developed to a high degree of complexity” (Oxford Dictionary, 

n.d.), so when used in conjunction with the antonym of simplistic would appear to 

be an oxymoron. However, sophisticated can also mean, “Having, revealing, or 
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involving a great deal of worldly experience and knowledge” (Oxford Dictionary, n.d.), 

which would appear to be a more apt definition in this context.  

2.7. SIMPLICITY DEFINED 

The term ‘simplicity’ frequently appears within complexity theory literature (Marion 

& Uhl-Bien, 2011, Pablo, et al., 2017, Snowdon & Boone, 2007, Stacey, 2004).  

According to Kerr (2014, p. 2), “To be successful in this extremely complex and 

unstable business environment, executive leaders must do all that they can to 

simplify.”  However, in their attempts to simplify the complexity of the external 

environment, organisations are prone to introducing internal complicatedness 

within their systems and processes (Backx, et al., 2017), making organisations 

themselves unintentionally complex (e Cunha & Rego, 2010).  Ashkenas (2007, p. 

102), noted that large organizations are by their very nature complex and this 

‘‘complexity is the cumulative by-product of organizational changes, big and small, 

that over the years weave complications (often invisibly) into the way work is done’’. 

It is this type of unintended complexity that creates inefficiencies and apathy within 

organisations (e Cunha & Rego, 2010). To tackle these issues, organisations must 

take steps toward simplicity without introducing complicatedness (Backx, et al., 

2017; Bersin, 2017; Kerr, 2014; e Cunha & Rego, 2010).  Complicatedness hinders 

agility (Backx, et al., 2017) therefore, “If you want to be fast and agile, keep things 

simple” (Highsmith, 2009, p. 72).  
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Simplicity is not discussed as frequently in mainstream management literature as 

alignment, but management guru and analyst Josh Bersin (2017) has recently 

described it as the next big thing in HR and leadership.    

The characteristics commonly thought to foster simplicity in a complex 

environment are: 

• Leadership behaviours – Away from command and control towards 

sensemaking, learning and improvisation (Ashkenas, 2007; Backx, et al., 2017; 

Chakhoyan, 2017; McDaniel, 2007; Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007). 

• Structure – Delayered, a network structure which breaks down silos and 

facilitates collaboration and innovation (Ashkenas, 2007; Backx, et al., 2017; 

Highsmith, 2009; Jacobson, 2014; Peters & Waterman, 1982; e Cunha & Rego, 

2010). 

• Processes and systems - A simple set of organisation-wide processes and 

employees empowered to use their judgement (Ashkenas, 2007; Backx, et al., 

2017; Bekker, 2018; e Cunha & Rego, 2010). 

2.7.1. Leadership Behaviours 

Performance is driven by behaviour, including the behaviour of leaders. How they 

lead, whom they promote, what measures they value, how key decisions are made 

and how they communicate, are just some of the things that determine a leader’s 

impact on their operating environment (Backx, et al., 2017). Therefore, if leaders are 
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committed to reducing complexity, they must identify how their own patterns of 

behaviour foster complicatedness and make a personal commitment to 

simplification (Ashkenas, 2007). Effective leadership in a CAS makes sensemaking, 

learning and improvisation central to managerial tasks rather than command, 

control and planning (McDaniel, 2007; Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007).  

If organisations want to simplify in the face of complexity then leaders must learn 

to deal with ambiguity and tolerate conditions of uncertainty (Jacobson, 2014). This 

is where sensemaking comes in. According to Weick (1995, p. 57), “Sensemaking is a 

diagnostic process directed at constructing plausible interpretations of ambiguous 

cues that are sufficient to sustain action.” The significance of this will be discussed 

in more detail in section 2.12.2. 

Leaders must behave in a way that is consistent with the nature of complex adaptive 

systems, rather than adopt the command and control behaviours that assume 

organisations are predictable and machine-like (McDaniel, 2007). It is these 

behaviours, which will in turn influence the organisational environment, including 

the structures, processes and systems in place (Backx, et al., 2017). 

2.7.2. Structure 

The overabundance of structure in many organisations gives people an excuse not 

to think, their contributions are devalued and they lose any sense of accountability 
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and responsibility for results (Ashkenas, 2007; Backx, et al., 2017). To simplify 

Ashkenas (2007, p105) recommends: 

• Reduce levels and layers 

• Increase spans of control 

• Consolidate similar functions 

To achieve the above, companies such as Google and Facebook adopt network 

structures that are capable of flexing to challenges that must be met at the time 

(Jacobson, 2014). A network structure is characterised by open communication 

(both internal and external), fewer tiers, a wider span of control, and a bottom-up 

flow of decision-making and ideas (Farnham, 2015). The key resource in a network 

organisation is knowledge (Kew & Stredwick, 2015); temporary constellations or 

‘swarms’ of people come together with the requisite knowledge to solve problems 

(Griffiths & Inman, 2016). Because of this, it is thought to be more flexible and agile 

than other structures, with improved collaboration and performance (Brash, et al., 

2008). According to Child (2015, p. 309), the role of leadership within this type of 

network structure includes: 

• Boundary spanners between levels and units. 

• Initiators of networks. 

• Co-ordinators and synthesisers of information flow. 
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• Conveyors of the vision downwards and advocates of decentralised initiatives 

upwards. 

Boundary spanning and networks will be discussed further in section 2.12.1. 

2.7.3. Processes and Systems 

In attempting to reduce uncertainty amid complexity, organisations tend to react by 

introducing new processes and systems (Backx, et al., 2017).   However, when you 

simplify process by taking out detail you force people to think for themselves and 

interact (Highsmith, 2009).  This is a facet of ‘swarm intelligence’, which assumes 

the right set of simple rules applied within a group of highly interactive individuals 

generates innovation and creativity (e Cunha & Rego, 2010; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2011). 

According to Highsmith (2009) when intelligent people ‘swarm’ around a problem, 

they do not need a detailed set of principles describing everything. Instead, what is 

required to foster agility is a minimum set of “rules that have been shown to work 

well together” (Highsmith, 2009, p. 74).  

Where documentation of policy and process are necessary they should be simple 

and organisation-wide (Ashkenas, 2007) and employees should be empowered to 

use their judgment rather than comply with an endless number of rules (Backx, et 

al., 2017). For example, the expense policy at Netflix reads, Act in Netflix’s best 

interests (Markovitz, 2015).  Such things as detailed job descriptions become 

obsolete and high levels of formalisation lose their importance, replaced by 
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involvement-oriented mission statements, and a new, adaptive style of leadership (e 

Cunha & Rego, 2010). 

2.8 ACHIEVING SOPHISTICATED SIMPLICITY 

SS can happen where the leadership of the organisation is committed to simplifying 

structure, processes and systems.  Senior executive support is vital, they must role 

model the leadership behaviours required to adapt to complexity, fostering 

sensemaking, learning and improvisation as a means to simplify rather than the 

traditional command and control approach (McDaniel, 2007). A more networked 

structure, which encourages collaboration and emphasises the distributedness of 

swarm intelligence, along with the reduction of formalised processes is also required 

(e Cunha & Rego, 2010).  

2.9. INTERDEPENDENCIES OF SOPHISTICATED SIMPLICITY AND ABSOLUTE 

ALIGNMENT  

It is clear from the above definitions that AA and SS have interdependencies. 

Alignment will be difficult to achieve where there is complicatedness and simplicity 

is unfeasible unless everyone is aligned. For example, complicatedness can lead to a 

lack of collaboration among functions and departments (Brash, et al., 2008) and 

alignment cannot be achieved without collaboration (Pablo, et al., 2017). Both 

principles are dependent on the effectiveness of leadership and are required to 

deliver the organisations mission as depicted in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1: A representation of the interdependencies of SS & AA: 

 

2.10. A FRAMEWORK FOR EXECUTIVE DEVELOPMENT 

The above analysis of the requirements for delivering the guiding principles of AA 

and SS has unearthed a plethora of essential leadership skills and behaviours, 

including but not limited to: 

• Skilfully communicating the purpose with clarity and meaning. 

• Working across organisational boundaries. 

• High capacity for empathy, emotional and social awareness and tolerance for 

high levels of anxiety and uncertainty.  

• Sensemaking - thinking rationally and intuitively, articulating emerging 

themes, application of judgement in new and ambiguous situations. 

• Improvisation - aptitude for spontaneity, imagination and reflection. 
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The following chapter outlines a framework to inform a development programme in 

which these skills and behaviours will be considered in the following development 

categories: 

• Developing Network Perspective 

• Developing Sensemaking capability 

• Leading Innovation 

• Developing emotional and social intelligence 

2.10.1. Learning Design Principles 

Traditionally, executive development (ED) has been routed in business schools but 

over the past 10 years has matured to meet the demand for job relevance and 

sustainable impact. Modern ED must create impact by supplying knowledge and 

learning just-in-time to an individual executive’s specific circumstances, making it 

immediately relevant and inspiring sustainable behavioural change (van Wijk & 

Anderson, 2012). In addition to planned formal development more social and 

informal methods are appropriate (Gentry, et al., 2016), such as action learning, 

communities of practice, coaching and mentoring, and reflective learning (Beevers 

& Rea, 2016; Lockhart, et al., 2017; Smith & Sadler-Smith, 2006; Wuestewald, 2016).  

By making the learners own job challenges part of the learning journey it becomes 

more apparent what they must do to increase their impact and how they can do it 

(Thorsell, et al., 2012).  
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2.10.2. Starting Conditions  

Learning and knowledge creation are themselves inherently complex activities 

involving the accommodation of a range of individual and contextual variables 

(Griffiths & Inman, 2017; Smith & Sadler-Smith, 2006; Stewart & Cureton, 2016). It is 

worth acknowledging that in designing any leadership intervention we are operating 

in the complex domain as defined by Snowden and Boone (2007), there is no one 

right answer and the consequences of the intervention cannot be known. 

Nevertheless, it is still important to understand the context or starting conditions in 

which the learning will take place to ensure security, depth and completeness of 

learning (Griffiths & Inman, 2017; Hattie & Yates, 2014). A useful way of analysing 

these is to use the CATWOE model (see Table 1) from SSM. 

Table 1: Definitions of CATWOE 

CATWOE Analysis 

C Customer Those affected by the transformation as victims or beneficiaries 

A 
Actors 

Those who will do the activities that make up the transforming 

activity 

T Transformation A purposeful activity as a transforming process 

W Worldview Different ways of viewing the problem situation  

O Owner Parties who could stop the process 

E Environmental 
Constraints 

Internal and external constraints which are taken as given in doing T 

(Source: Adapted from Checkland & Poulter, 2010) 
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It is advised the process of analysis should start by defining the purposeful activity 

that will lead to the transformation and the worldviews that influence the process 

(Checkland & Poulter, 2010): 

• Transformation: The leadership development programme is itself the 

purposeful activity, which will lead to the transformation.  In this case, the 

delivery of the AA and SS principles.  

• Worldview: It has already been acknowledged the author does not have 

access to the organisation and as a result, it has been necessary to use 

worldviews from evidence-based research to inform understanding of what 

AA and SS mean in the context of delivering innovation and excellence at 

ICC. It will also be necessary to use this approach in defining the starting 

conditions and framework for the EDP.  

Major stakeholders whose views would normally be sought in this process would 

include the owners and top management, the learning and development team and 

the individuals who will participate (Smith & Sadler-Smith, 2006). 

The above assumptions inform the other elements considered by the model:  

• Customers: You could argue the direct beneficiaries are the delegates but 

the organisation as a whole will also be affected by the transformation. The 

paying customers are not the delegates but the budget holders and the 

business owners. The end client will also benefit from any positive outcomes 
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of the development as research tells us the level of dedication a company has 

to leadership development has a bigger long-term impact on its business 

performance than anything else (Morgan, 2018). 

• Actors: The actors are in this case those responsible for the design and 

delivery of the programme.  This would typically be the L&D department or 

an outside agency.   

• Ownership: It is important for the owners and senior leaders at ICC to 

recognise the value the EDP will deliver, therefore consideration must be 

given to how the programme will be evaluated at the outset (Beevers & Rea, 

2016). 

• Environment: The complexity of the external environment has been 

extensively discussed above, this along with the changing internal 

expectations and priorities, and business conditions will affect the design and 

delivery of the EDP.  

Figure 2 summarises the design considerations that, along with the secondary 

research conducted into the skills and behaviours required to deliver AA and SS, will 

inform the content and delivery methods for the EDP. 
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Figure 2: Design Considerations for an Executive Development Programme 

 

2.11. PROGRAMME CONTENT AND DELIVERY METHODS 

A summary of the content and delivery methods is provided in figure 3. 

Figure 3: Overview of Content and Delivery Methods 
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2.11.1. Networks and Boundary Spanning 

“Complexity leadership requires leaders to develop their skills in effectively managing 

and developing networks” (Clarke, 2013, p. 141). However, a study by Ibarra & Hunter 

(2007, p. 101) found networking is “simultaneously one of the most self-evident and 

one of the most dreaded developmental challenges that aspiring leaders must address.” 

As organisations strive for effective collaboration across boundaries, leaders must 

look beyond the organisational chart to the invisible informal networks supporting 

the organisation (Cross, et al., 2013; Cullen, et al., 2014).  Research by MIT found that 

getting people to collaborate across boundaries was the biggest barrier to 

collaboration in organisations (Kane, et al., 2018). This is seen as a particular 

challenge within the deeply fragmented construction sector (Pablo, et al., 2017). 

Therefore, boundary-spanning skills are of particular interest to ICC. 

Boundary spanners are individuals who are skilled at bridging interests and 

transferring information from disparate parts of the organisation (Cullen, et al., 

2014; Williams, 2002). In reaching across boundaries, leaders learn to broaden their 

perspectives and generate more diverse and alternative ways of problem-solving, 

fostering cross-organisational innovation and transformation (Clarke, 2013; Ibarra & 

Hunter, 2007; Yip, et al., 2016).  

Williams (2002) identified the following traits that characterise boundary spanners:  

• Can communicate effectively without jargon and listen actively. 
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• Empathy and the ability to disagree and move on without harming the 

relationship. 

• An easy and inviting personality that fosters honesty and openness. 

• Politically sensitive 

• Ability to manage interdependencies (complexity) – contributing factors: 

inter-organisational experience, transdisciplinary knowledge and cognitive 

ability. 

• Have a large quantity of social capital 

• Influencing and negotiating skills 

• Is a trusted colleague 

An effective way of identifying and developing boundary spanners within an 

organisation is first to conduct an Organisational Network Analysis (ONA) which 

provides insight into how social capital2 is distributed across the organisation 

(Brash, et al., 2008; Willburn & Cullen, 2014). An ONA will identify whether 

executives at ICC are isolated from the rest of the organisation and where there 

might be gaps in the boundaries they are spanning. This knowledge will help to 

accelerate the development of their own social capital. In addition to ONA a series 

                                                 
2 Social capital is defined by the OECD as “networks together with shared norms, values and 
understandings that facilitate co-operation within or among groups” Invalid source specified. 
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of workshops, using action-learning techniques to explore the results of the analysis 

is recommended (Cross, et al., 2013). 

The greater levels of collaboration inspired by boundary spanning leadership can 

facilitate the creation of shared meaning, where the leader engages in sensemaking 

with team members to promote shared understanding (Clarke, 2013). Effective 

sensemaking and innovation are dependent on having effective networks (Brash, et 

al., 2008; Clarke, 2013). 

2.11.2. Sensemaking 

Sensemaking is highly correlated with leadership effectiveness as it enables leaders 

to have a better grasp of what is going on in their environments and facilitates other 

leadership activities such as visioning, relating and inventing (Ancona, 2012). Put 

simply, sensemaking is “the making of sense” and “structuring the unknown” 

(Weick, 1995, p. 4); it is developing ideas with explanatory possibilities, rather than 

a body of knowledge (Weick, 1995). According to Ancona (2012, p4), sensemaking is 

“the activity that enables us to turn the ongoing complexity of the world into a 

situation that is comprehended explicitly in words and serves as a springboard into 

action.”  It is especially critical when trying to understand organisations as the ability 

to understand a changing context is needed at every level (Kurtz & Snowdon, 2003).  

“Leaders need to engage in sensemaking to understand why their teams are not 

functioning, why their customers are leaving and why operations are falling short on 

safety and reliability”  (Ancona, 2012, p. 5) 
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Sensemaking is not about finding the correct answer but about creating an emerging 

picture via cues (events, experiences, conversation etc.), enabling people to get some 

sense of a situation when faced with ambiguity and move to action (Ancona, 2012; 

Degn, 2013; Weick, 1995). In some cases, taking some action may be more important 

than finding the right answer, as in a rapidly changing environment, speed may top 

accuracy (Ancona, 2012). A number of studies have also recognised the positive 

contribution of leadership sensemaking within strategy development and change 

management (Balogun, et al., 2015; Degn, 2013; Dyson, et al., 2007; Werkman, 2010). 

Development of sensemaking capability relies on leaders themselves being open to 

continuous learning, which includes self-evaluation and learning from others 

(Maphinda, 2017). Ancona (2013) recommends combining role models, action 

learning and feedback in developing sensemaking capability.   

Sensemaking also requires that leaders have emotional intelligence (EI) and social 

intelligence (SI) (Ancona, 2012).  

2.11.3. Emotional Intelligence and Social Intelligence  

Since the publication of Goleman’s (1996) ‘Emotional Intelligence: Why it can matter 

more than IQ’, there has been increased interest in the role emotions play in our 

actions and, as such, performance at work. Due to the complexity of organisational 

change and the role emotions play in change such as global expansion, job 

reduction, leadership changes, and the stress of everyday responsibilities, the EI and 
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SI of leaders and how they interact with multiple stakeholders is something that 

organisations need to give attention to (Goleman, 1995; Nath, 2013). It is commonly 

acknowledged that employee motivation goes beyond the usual monetary reward 

systems traditionally offered (Njoroge & Yazdanifard, 2014, Pink, 2012). In 

motivating today’s employees, organisations must engage their minds and captivate 

their hearts, which can be achieved by incorporating social and emotional 

intelligence. These skills assist leaders in attending to individual employee needs 

enabling organisations to offer an environment that motivates and develops people 

(Njoroge & Yazdanifard, 2014). 

Many practitioners and scholars believe that emotional intelligence can be 

improved upon through development and training programs (Goleman, et al., 2002; 

Mattingly & Kraiger, 2018; Nath, 2013; Neale, et al., 2009; Rajah, et al., 2011). 

Therefore, ICC should focus on gearing training and development programs 

targeted at improving levels of existing EI and SI. Mattingly and Kraiger (2018) 

suggest the need to individualise EI training and provide accurate feedback on 

participants' skills as EI is better trained using an active/experiential approach 

versus passive methods. One example of a development intervention as described 

by Goleman & Boyatzis (2008) included a 360° feedback.  The case study leader used 

the feedback from the 360 to secure a mentor who coached her on how to express 

her viewpoint about contentious issues, modelling for her the art of giving feedback. 

Observing a role model of effective behaviour allows individuals to directly 
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experience, internalise, and ultimately emulate what they observe and thus is an 

effective development mechanism (Goleman & Boyatzis, 2008).  

Coaching is thought to be an effective intervention for developing EI and SI 

(Hughes, et al., 2009; Neale, et al., 2009).  Coaching can help identify the 

interferences (negative thoughts and attitudes) that limit cognitive capacity and 

inhibit ability to manage emotions, preventing optimal performance (Neale et al., 

2009).  Removing these interferences will enhance learning (Goleman, 2008). A 

good starting point for the coaching might be a measure of current EQ using the 

Sparrow and Maddocks individual effectiveness tool (The British Psychological 

Society, n.d.).  

High emotional intelligence is linked to a leader’s ability to build active networks 

(Cullen, et al., 2014) and to sensemaking capability (Ancona, 2012) which in turn are 

linked to effective innovation leadership. 

2.11.4. Innovation 

As a result of the relentless march of globalisation and increasing customer 

expectations, innovation has become a key driver of growth, performance and 

valuation (Brash, et al., 2008; Mickahail, 2015). Innovation is not just about product 

and service performance anymore, it also involves business models, company 

configuration, distribution and customer experience (Brash, et al., 2008; de Coutere 

& Horth, 2016).  
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In the face of challenging and unpredictable circumstances, leaders cannot rely on 

rational decision-making based on previous patterns, as ambiguity cannot be 

managed away (Horth & Buchner, 2014; Mitchell, 2017). Instead, they must try to 

make sense of the unfamiliar, which requires innovation leadership. This means 

bringing new thinking and different actions to how leaders lead (approach to 

leadership) and how they create a climate for innovative thinking (ibid). 

There are a number of parts to the innovation process; clarify, ideate, develop and 

implement (see figure 4) and a different style of leadership may be required at each 

stage (Kesting, et al., 2015).  A number of studies have been conducted in the attempt 

to establish the impact of leadership approach on the innovation capability of 

organisations (see Kesting, et al., 2015 for a review and synthesis of the literature). 

Though no definitive style has been identified, it is agreed the leadership antithesis 

to developing an innovation culture is that of command and control, especially 

within the ideation stage (Dodge, et al., 2017; Kesting, et al., 2015).  
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Figure 4: 4 Step Targeted Innovation Process 

 

(Source: Centre for Creative Leadership, n.d.) 

However, there is more to innovation than idea generation alone. Leaders must 

learn how to navigate ideas through a complex organisation. Championing ideas 

requires collaboration, (innovation does not happen in isolation) (Horth & Buchner, 

2014), empathy with those you want to get on board, the ability to tell a compelling 

story (connecting the proposed innovation to results) (de Coutere & Horth, 2016) 

and seeing with new eyes (Liedtka, 2015). This requires skill in the areas of 

networking, sensemaking, and EI and SI previously discussed.  

Design Thinking (DT) has emerged as a mechanism through which ideation can be 

encouraged (Liedtka, 2015; van Reine, 2017) and as a best practice through which 

organisations can influence corporate culture (Mickahail, 2015). DT can be defined 
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as “an iterative process in which we seek to understand the user, challenge 

assumptions we might have, and redefine problems in an attempt to identify 

alternative strategies and solutions that might not be instantly apparent with our 

initial level of understanding” (Hasso Plattner Institute of Design Stanford, 2017). The 

process consists of a number of defined steps as outlined in figure 5. 

Figure 5: Stages of Design Thinking Process 

 

(Source: Hasso Plattner Institute of Design Stanford, 2017) 

Some of the world’s foremost brands, such as Apple and Google, have adopted the 

DT approach and DT is being taught at leading universities around the world, 

including Stanford d.school, Harvard, and MIT (Interaction Design Foundation, 

2018). Bootcamps are offered at these institutions and others as a means of 
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experiencing and practising the process, offering the opportunity to learn how to 

apply DT to problems using practical methods.  

2.12. SUMMARY 

The proposed framework incorporates the development of some of the skills 

thought to be fundamental for leading in complexity (Center for Creative 

Leadership, 2018).  It can be seen from the above discussion these skills are 

interdependent and should form part of a holistic development programme. 

Delivery solutions will be investigated further in section 5, including estimated costs 

for each.  
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3. Conclusion 

To understand the concepts of AA and SS and how they can support the delivery of 

the ICC mission to become the world leader in innovation and excellence, it is first 

important to understand the context in which they operate and the skills required 

of leaders in that context. 

It is commonly accepted the 21st-century economic environment is highly complex, 

characterised by rapidly evolving demands of globalisation, huge advances in 

technologies, shifting customer expectations and new attitudes to work (CIPD, 2017; 

Press & Goh, 2018; WEF, 2018). Advances in the field of complexity science present 

organisations with opportunities to make sense and gain advantage from these 

complexities (Snowdon & Boone, 2007). 

Organisations can no longer be viewed as ‘machine-like’ systems that act predictably 

but as CAS, plagued with uncertainty (Clarke, 2013) and therefore a type of 

leadership that can accommodate complexity and interdependence is required 

(Cameron & Green, 2017: Griffiths & Inman, 2016; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2011).  

However, research suggests that today’s executives do not necessarily regard 

themselves as equipped to deal with the levels of complexity they encounter (Kovacs 

& Corrie, 2017) and that effective leadership for these condition is in short supply 

(APQC, 2014; CIPD, 2017), with only about one-third of executives considered to 

have excellent leadership skills and capabilities (Deloitte, 2017). This leadership 
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deficit can be attributed to the lack of recognition that a different type of leadership 

is required to adapt to the complexities of a VUCA world (Kerr, 2014) and a lack of 

appropriate leadership development(APQC, 2014). 

 ICC will require a carefully shaped leadership development strategy which takes 

account of the changing context of the business especially given the added 

complexity associated with the construction sector (Walker, 2015). In order for ICC 

to deliver its mission to become the world leader in innovation and excellence, the 

leadership of the organisation needs to adopt a complexity approach (Griffiths & 

Inman, 2016). Leaders must develop capability in areas such as building and 

understanding networks (Clarke, 2013), sensemaking, (Ancona, 2012), innovation 

(Dodge, et al., 2017) and, emotional and social intelligence (Goleman, et al., 2002). 

With the right leadership development strategy in place to grow these capabilities, 

there is a far better chance ICC will achieve success in embedding the guiding 

principles on AA and SS and achieving its mission (Dinwoodie, et al., 2014). 

AA is defined as, Individuals with the right capabilities united behind a meaningful 

purpose, supported by the right management systems. AA requires leaders who can 

unite individuals behind a  meaningful purpose and promote an innovation culture 

(Clutterbuck, 2012). SS is defined as, Simplifying structure, process and systems to 

allow for greater collaboration in a networked system. SS requires leaders who foster 

sensemaking, learning and improvisation as a means to simplify rather than the 

traditional command and control approach (McDaniel, 2007). 
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In defining the above terms and determining what is required of leaders to 

implement them, some essential leadership skills and behaviours have been 

unearthed, including but not limited to: 

• Skilfully communicating the purpose with clarity and meaning. 

• Working across organisational boundaries. 

• High capacity for empathy, emotional and social awareness and tolerance for 

high levels of anxiety and uncertainty.  

• Sensemaking - thinking rationally and intuitively, articulating emerging 

themes, application of judgement in new and ambiguous situations. 

• Improvisation - aptitude for spontaneity, imagination and reflection. 

These skills can be related to several development themes: 

• Developing Network Perspective 

• Developing Sensemaking capability 

• Leading Innovation 

• Developing emotional and social intelligence 

It is these themes that are recommended as the focus for an executive development 

programme for the top 50 leaders at ICC.  
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4. Recommendations 

Based on the above conclusions the following recommendations are made for an 

EDP aimed at delivering the capabilities to implement the guiding principles of AA 

and SS. 

4.1. DEVELOPMENT METHODS 

The chosen development methods (see figure 6) have been selected based on the 

concepts of constructivism and adult learning theory. Constructivism views learning 

as a highly individualised process in which learners are given the opportunity to 

explore, test out new ideas, share thinking with others and reflect on learning 

(Stewart & Cureton, 2016). Constructivism sits well with some of the key themes of 

adult learning in that learners are generally self-directing and have internal 

motivation for learning (Beevers & Rea, 2016). 

Figure 6: Development Methods 
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The learning is designed in such a way that it will provide authentic contexts and 

activities, supported by experts, that reflect the way knowledge will be used, and 

learning reinforcement is provided via coaching throughout the learning journey 

(Griffiths & Inman, 2017). 

4.2. COST AND TIMEFRAMES 

The group will be split into 4 cohorts of 10-15 with a view to delivering 2 cohorts per 

calendar year with the first starting in January 2019. The duration of the programme 

is 18 months. Costings are made based on an overall budget of £1 million over 2 years.  

To reduce the cost workshops and action learning, sessions can be developed in-

house with the support of experts, as a typical 3-day external programme costs 

around £9000 per person plus expenses. Programme development and delivery costs 

per cohort and proposed delivery partners are outlined in table 1. It is estimated the 

overall cost of the programme will be approximately £919K. 

Table 2: Development and Delivery Costs 

Development Activity Proposed 
Partner 

Approx. Delivery 
Cost (per Cohort) 

Development 
Time 

Organisational Network 
Analysis How4 

£23K  
(negotiable) None 

Network  3 day 
Workshop K3Cubed 

£20K  
(negotiable) 15 days 

Sensemaking  Action 
Learning Sessions (3 
Days) 

K3Cubed 
£20K  

(negotiable)  15 days 

Design Thinking Boot 
Camp 

Design Thinkers 
Academy 

£30K 
(Based on 12 
participants) 

None 
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Design Thinking Project 
Facilitation K3Cubed 

£11K 
(negotiable) 3 days 

Coaching (including 
Individual Effectiveness 
Tool and 360 Feedback)  

YSC 
£120K 

(Based on 12 
participants) 

None 

 

An additional cost of time element relating to input from the in-house learning and 

development team will also need to be accounted for but this should still be 

managed within the original budget.   
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